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ABSTRACT
- The ability to produce mid" recognize paraphlases is

necessary for a child's linguistic development. The purpose of this
paper is to explain how three basic sentence types interact with.age
in deteriining the strategy a child 'uses in producing paraphrases.
Three paraphrase strategies considered are lexical -substitution,
syntactic rearrangement, and a lexical-syntactic combination.
-Forty-eight children (grades one, three, five, and seven) prAlica4
paraphrases for eighteen sentences comprised of three sentence types;
one.core noun, two core. nouns, and three core nouns. One-core-noun
sentences elicited attempts at lexical sthstitution with'greatel-.
frequency then attempts at syntactic rearrangement or a combination
strategy, but the rate of success was essentially the-sdme for all
three sentence types.OTOo-core-novn sentences elicited attempts at
syntactic revrangement, but a srntelptic strategy was more successful
with one-come-noun sentences at all §rade levels. A combination
lexical-syntactic strategy was also more successful with
one-core-noun sentences, but at all ,grade_ levels it was attempted
most often with three-core-noun sentences. These strategy attempts
and success rates not only show that sentence type does influence .

paraphrase strategy;gthey also suppert the, concept of a dynamic
language acquisition process. (Author/CiK)
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PARAPHRASE STRATEGIES AND l'HE PROCESS OF LANGUAGE DEVELOP17,ENT

INTRODUCTION

Paraphrase is a metalinguistic operation that has been

uses as a tool for linguistic study; for example, it has been

used to disambiguate ambiguous sentences and it 1-: as been used

to evaluate proposed transforrrations (Harris, 1968). It also

has pragmatic value as an effective ce-runication tool, aslt

means for increasing linguistic profN-ency, and perhaps as a

means for reading more skillfully.

In a-ttemptting to communicate a message, such as "Please,

may I borrow your pencil ? ", the speaker may find that the

listener did not understand thel.equest. In order to convey

1-1,1i/s :-,es.7a,c7e, he can repeat the request in full, Pleaae, ma4 I

borrow your pencil? , or with some deletion, Ya.y I looTrow your

Pencil? or ,Bore ow your pencil? (4A-is -;-1y be accompanied by

an increase in volume) . He can 'also pantomine his request by
-

.

pointing to the pencil, then to himself, and then Aking writing

motions; unfOrtu.nately not all messages can be paptomined. He

can also paraphrase the message through lexical substitu on,

Please, may I use your peni4il? , through syntactic rearrangement,

May I borrow your pencil, please? , or though- a combination of

the two May I use your pencil please? ...

is isA chiLd's paraphrase capability dependent upon his,.
(

syntadtic,proficiency and. lexical repertoire; the larger his

vocabulary and the more advanced his syntactic development, the

greater will be his paraphrase capability, 'On the other hands
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PARAPHRASE STRATEGIES AND THE PROCESS OF LANGUAGE DEVELOPENT

IN'T'RODUCTION

Paraphrase is a metalinguistic operation that has been

used as a tool for linguistic study; for example, it has been

used to dis;::nbiguate ambiguous sentences and it has been used

to evaluate proposed transformations-(Harris, 1968). It also

has pragmatic value as an effective et6rTunication tool, astl

means for increasing linguistic
profiN

csl,ency, and perhaps as a

mcans for reading more skillfully.

In attemptting to communicate a message, such as "Please,

may I borrow your pencil ? ", the speaker may find that the

listener did not understand'the-lequest. In order to convey

his messai7e, he can repeat the request in full, Please, maxi, I

borrow ;rour pencil? , or with 'some deletion, ',;ay I IV,Lro_w your

Pencil? or ,Bore ow your pencil? (this be accompanied by

an increase in volume). He can also pantomine his request by

pointing to the pencil, then to himself, and then Aking writing

.

motions; unfarttknately not all messages can be paomined. He

can also paraphrase the message through lexical substitu on,

Please, may I use your pen, r:il? , through syntactic rearrangement,L_

May I borrow your pencil, please? , or thouEh-a combination cif
%

the two 'May I use your pencil please?

A child's paraphrase capability is dependent upon his,.

syntadtic,proficiency and. lexical repertoire; the larger his

vocabulary and the more advanced his syntactic development, the

greater will be his paraphrase capability. On the other hands
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a child can use his paraphrase capability in order to increase

his linguistic proficienCY through perception of sygtactic

.e.goivalencies and recoiition of synonyms (Snow, 1972).
4,

In addition, a child who is proficient at paraphrase is

more likely to be a proficient reader; he can read a passage

with greater capability and flexibility than can a child who

is not proficient at paraphrase, bcause he can more easily

construct an accompanying context, which enables tam to read

thoughts and meanings rathe3' than words and sounds (l'oodman, 1968;

F. Smith, 1971).

4
To date there has beenkone report of a developmental study

focused upon paraphrase. C)Smith (1974) asked 28-children

aged 5 to 7 to judge whether or not pairs of sentences were

paraphrases, and to produce paraphrases-for ten sentences.

She foultld that paraphrase capability increased with age, that

comprehension preceded production, and that some sentences

were more difficult to paraphrase than others, notably sentences

with relative_-clauses. Paraphrase has been' indirectly investi-

gated in developmental studies (Gleitman, Gleitrnan, and,Shipley,

1972; Schultz and Pilon, 1973); Both of these stUdies also

4 found that capability increased with age. However, none of

these three studies provides much infor"mation about the strategies

children uselto produce paraphrases.

Studies of children's devetopmeht of other metalinguistic

abilities such as the detection and correction of ungrammatiCality

(de Villiers and de Villiers, 1974; GJeitman et al.; and Yienyuk,

1963, 1969, 1971), and,the ability to detect and explain



ambiguity (Kessel, 1970; Schultz and Pilon, 1973) indicate

that children are aware of semantic or lexical factors

(The man is holdiqg the pipe, i.e. lexical ambiguity) before

they become a.a.re of syntactic factors (The shootirg'of the%

I
Indians was bad, i.e. syntacticambiPuity). We would assume,

therefore, that children would produce lei cal pai.,aphrase

before they produce'syntactiparaphrases.

however,.. prefer syntactic rearrangement as a

means of producing paraphrases. In study of paraphrase

prefeence in adults, Ho.neck (1973) found that paraphrases

which maintain&d Tajor itelts in a different ,s,fn.;tactio

frame were preferred to paraphrases which maintained syntactic.

frame with sul-stitutlion of :-.ajor lexical items. That is, for

the stimiflus s.entence The stru,--Ple evoked the feelings that

changed the Tad, the syntactic -parkhrase The feelings that

caned the lad were evoked by the strupFle, was pveferred.
t

to the lexical paraphrase The fight produced the emotions that

altered the boy. Both preferred_to aphr-ases

combined lexical and syntactic changes (The erotiortrs that

altered the boy were produced by the fi_ght).

Thus, we* would expect,a. ,developmental study of paraphrase

strategies to exhibit a shift from predOminantly lexical

operations to predominantly sy ctic operations. The important

question does not ask at.whicArpecific age this shift occurs;
4

the age at which thiS,shift occurs would depend upon the linguistic

composition of the pvticular utterences in question. The

important question is: 'Does the shift to a syntactic strategy
OIL
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eccur before or after the necessary syntactic dperatiohs have

teen fully acquired? That is, does attempt prect6de -or follow

proficiency of paraphrase?

1`H OD

Forty -eight children with normally developing'languag, from

grades one, thrpe; five; and seven, wEre asked to 'produce

paraphrases for 18 sentence. -These sentences were of three

basic typeS: Single7Core- n (The thin girl'Tell d6n last week),

Pi.ent-dbject"(The raill7an cashed the dirty cart), and Dative

(Joan baked some la'rge cookies for Bill) . Each of these three

types presented in two surface structure forms:

Single-Core-Noun

a. Adverb initial --Last nieht the tiny DUDDY was cIzing.

ob. Adverb final - The thin girl fell do-6n last, week-

Agent-011eyject

a% Active The TrailTran pushed the dirty cart.

b. Passive - The lame apple was eaten b/ the rabbit.

Dative

a. Prepositionally marked Joan baked some large
cookies for Bill.

b. Prepositionally unmarked Joan showed Bill the
dirt/ dishes.

The task was conducted orally. After setting aside
.

repetitions and non-responses ("This is too hard:" "Let's do

the next one."), actual paraphrase attempts were assigned to.one

of three categorie's (e.g, stimulus sentence` The large. apple was

eaten y the rabbit) t

4



Lexical - The big apple was eaten by the rabbit.

Syntactic - The rabbit ate the large apple.

Combination - The rabbit ate the big apple.

In evaluating these strategies, two sscores'lAere used, -

the first represents the percentage of attempts of-a,particular

stratgv
,

in relation to actual paraphrase attempts, the second

represents the percentage of success of attempts cif-a particular

strategy. In order to be judged successful, a. pafaphrased,

sentence had to inclu de a synonmic"lexical substitution and/or

a grammatical, meaning-preserving syntactic rearrangement, with

no loss of information. For exaple,

The mailman pushed the dirty cart.

The dirty cart got pushed,'

would not be )a successful paraphrase. a 4 X' 3 ANOVA and a 4 X 2

ANOwere used to assess the significance of the results.
-

Pr-sULTS

A comparison of attrpt and zucecs rate for overall

stYategies showed that the children shifted strategies before

S isecoming .proficient in the new 'strategy. Fig-elre 1 shows a shift

Insert Figure 1

from predominantly lexical to predominantly syntactic'attemptS

occurring between first and third grades, with the shift in

proficiency occurring between third and fifth grade, F (3,47) =

'16.70, p<.001. .Combination attempts and successes were not

I
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depicted here 'because they always occhrred at `a lower rate
,..

than either lexical or syntaCtic strategies., --

.,.,

e\percentages of syntactic attempts and succese for

e
ieach of the three sentence types is shown in Table 1. '..bile

Insert Table 1

. <

Agent Object sentences elicited the largest percentage,of
k

. N /

syntactic attempts, they did not produce the highiSatsuccesS

rate for this strategy, 'F (1,47) = 48.50, E < .001 ).
I-, ? ,

The low syntactic attembt rate pictured abOkie for Dative
.

sentences v,ould seem to indicate an al4oidance of a ,syntactic

strategy, but this v.as not the case. Table 2 shows that Dative
.."

.
'insert Table 2

, 4

Sentences elicited a combined lexical-syntactic strategy more

often than did the other to s ;r,tence types, -f-(1,47) = 44.70,

2< .001.

--) The effectjof surface structure variation of Agent-Object
/I .

,

sentences is shown in Table- 3. The children attempted

i

..,

,
N

'Insert Table 3

*
..,

Active-to-passive operations as Prequently as lb id

passive-to-active

active-to-passive

V .

4

opera
f
tions, even, though theirysubsess with

Operations was substantially lower.
f

8 ...

IP

4

I



,Table 4 shows the/effect Of surface_structure variation

in Dative sentences. Children attempted to operate'on-

Insert Table 4

j, prepositionally unmarked sentences more Often than they aid

I.

upon prepositionally marked sentences, though they achieved

a. greater 'measure of success with prepositionally 7arked sentences,

F(1,47) = 3.05, E<:-.032. In tabulatihg the data Shown in

Tables 3 and 4, syntactic and l'exical categories w6e combined

in order/to determine thp total number of syntactic operations

involved.
1

410

DISCUSSION

The 'results of this study indicate' that shifts' in strategy

do indeed precede shifts iriproficiehcy, that lail.,,-uage develop-

.

ment is an' 'active, challenge seeking process. The primary

evidence of this the disparity beteen.stratcr-v shift and pro-,

ficiency shift, is further e7phasi'ed.by the influence
.

of

seAtence type upon attempted and successful strategies.

The most common syntactic operations (without lexical

substitution) for each basic sentence type v,ere:

Single-Core-Noun: Adverb Inversion

Agent-Object: Active-Passive

Dative: Dative Movement

These were the synta-ctic operations inherent in the two

variants of each of the thrce basic sentence types.rThe

,transformation from Active to Passive, and vice-versa, irivolves

r
9
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'ng-ree" operations than dd Adverb Inv sion of Dative ovement.

If children weripfollowing.'"the path oSjleast IeEistence," ,
.41t

ti

they wouid make fewer syntactic attempts upop Agent-Object

"sentences than uvon theotheritNo types; instead they madA*

more' syntactic attempts with this typt. That this was not,

: after all thee easiest syntactic operation is ewidencqaby the
.

. t
hi,=:her,succe;,s rate they achie eds.'1,7dth Single-CoreNoun

4
sentences; the pradominant ly uactic Strategy with Single-Core-

Noun sentences was Adverb Inver ion.

The lower attempt and succeS4 rate ofsyntactic operation

upon Dative sentences could be att ibuted to the,greatere

semantic complexity of this three-co\e-noun structure.

(Fraser, ellugi, and Brown, 1963;Fsycholinguistic researchers

Lee, 1974; Wiig, 1975) have found this
t

be a difficult

structure for children to m7. ter. However, this relative

difficulty does not furnish a mplete exp n; it was the

case that children attempted co 7 tied lexic 1-synta7ctic

.,paraphrases more often with.Dative ,rntencesVhan they did with

Single-Core-Noun or A,-ent-Object sent nces. knus, this more

\

complex sentence type evoked a more .com lex 5trategy. However,
\

the StICCeS5 of this combination strategy s inversely belated
. - ..

to the complexity of the basic sentence types, and furnishes
t.

further evidenceiof children's preference for

challenge.

In addition to basic sentence type, surface structure"

presentation also influenc4dkfrrences in rate of attempt and

success. The predominant syntactic operation attempted with

r4

10 a.

a
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the Agent' ect sentences was e conversion pf actives to

passives, and vice valr!,,a. Developmental' studies have shown

that -the production of passive sentences is acquired .after that

of active sentences (Fraser et al., 1963; HayhurSt, 1967;

TI.Irner and Ro=etviet, 1967a, 1967b) . This relatiA difficulty

14as reflected in the greater success rate,of production of

. -

active sentences as compared to the success rate of:),productiOn

of passive.sentences. This difficulty was not refjoted in

rate of attempt, v,hich was the same fdr actives and pasSives.

".Had the children been aliding linguistic challenges, they 111 .

would have attempted to produce active sentences less frequently.

The effect of prepositionally marked 'and'unri-,arked Datives

furnishes further evidenbe of the active nature of lanage

evlom,ent. Developmental' studies ZW,cNeill, Yukawa, apd YcNeill,

197.1; Stayton, 1972) show4that prepositionally marv.ed datives

are more easily processed than are prepositionally unarked

datives. Slobin's (1973) proposed universal principles of
E

0

langlnaze acquisition c#Dnfirm the perceptuzal saliency of the

preposititnally marked form. The success rate of tl-td childrein,

inthis study upon prepositionally marked sentences exceeded

their rate of success upon prepositionally unma sentences,

but they attempted more syntactic operations upOn prepositionally

unmarked sentences.
111%

The overall effect of sentence type uporrstrategy is,two-

fold: there is a direct relation between sentence complexity

and complexityoft, attempt, but an inverse relation between A

'sentence complexity andsucce-ss of -these attempts. 'The 'picture

which emerges frdth this study is one of linguistic, reach whiiK

1 1
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,

.exceeds linguistic grasp, of active Faltking of c.hallenge. -rather

opting for the unchallengin,bui safe alte'rnalive. This
.""w
same phenomenon has beep ,observed fm'delkel.ppthental cognitive

A

studies, notably of problem solving (Friedman,'.1$"65. Weir, 1964)
0

in a hil's ability to formultte hypotheses may often be

:'growing at a faster pace'than his information-prddes4ng

p. 481) . In thiS study, this disparity
/

wasevidencednot only in lexical and ;:syntactic errbrs(more

prevalent in the younger children in this study) but'also in

infor,fiation omission (more prevalent in the older chtldren).

This characterization Of the process Of language defeloprDe

is consistent with current modeks of language acquisition-.
. .

which describe it as'a process of hypothesis testing and

verificatil (Chomslv, 1965;'Chomsky and Miller,.1963).

\4ithi'n such a model, attempted strategy'precAes 5-uccLssful
',

s rategy.

12
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Figure %° VeantPer64ntage of Attempted and Suc
and_Syntactic,Paraphrases

. , . f
100% %_ -__

. ,

essful

A- - - - ovilt

80% -
/

X 4

6o%

40%

20% _

`o- --O

--O

Grade 1 3 5

Lexical 0 Successful

Syntactic a Attempted

Table 1:

-o

7

Syntactic Paraphrase.by Sentence Type for Total
F.o.pulation

Single
Core-Noun

'Agent-
Dative

ObjeCt

Attempted.

Successful

58% 64
89% 67%

15

20%

54%

ft;



'Table2: Lexical-Syntactic Combination Paraphrases by
Sentenc6 Type for Total Xopulation

Single- - Agent-
.

Core-Noun Object
Dative

Attempted

Successful

8%

76%

1 ,8% 37%

62%

1

Able 3: Tot. Syntactic- Operations ,on Akeott-Object Sentes
by rface Structure

Attempted

Successful ,

Active-to
Passive

Passive-to
Active

a

70% 70%*

59%0' 87%

Table 4: Total Syntactic Operations o n Prepositionally r:arked
and Un:-,arked Dative Sentences

Yarked Unmarked

Attempted 60%

succe:,gful -72%

16

70% .

56% It


